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In more and more places across the country, states and cllstncts are SIgnlflcantly altenng how they govern publlc
education. One of the more interesting recent developments are systems of independently operated schools —
also referred to as charter districts or all-charter districts — in which all or most of the schools are contract or
charter schools. Rather than operating schools themselves, these systems enter into contracts or charters with
individuals and entities to run schools. Through these contracts or charters, the system extends autonomy and
resources to schools ‘and at the same tlme holds them accountable for student achievement.

Some activities that mlght be thought of as related to systems of mdependently operated schools actually have

little connection to our conception of these systems. For example, some districts have entered into contracts or
charters with their states that give them freedom from state mandates in exchange for increased accountability.
Such arrangements usually leave the relationship between the district and its schools unchanged. In another
example, some districts have adopted school-based management initiatives that offer little autonomy to schools
regarding their instructional programs, budgets and personnel. These initiatives should not be confused with
efforts to shift substantial authority over these areas from districts to schools, as well as increase accountability
for student performance in schools via a mutually agreed-upon, legally bindlng contract or charter.

New arrangements that achieve such a shift in authority — what we call systems of lndependently operated
schools — are belng created in three ways by states and dlstncts

m  Establishing independent charter-granting entities.

m  Converting all or most of the existing schools to contract or charter schools.

- m Creating a sub-district of contract or charter schools within an existing district.

Establishing lndependent Charter-Grantmg Entities

Some states have allowed independent entities other than districts to grant charters. One example is the District
of Golumbia Public Charter School Board (DCPCSB), which was created by the U.S. Congress. The DCPCSB
issues charters to start-up and conversion public schools in D.C., and is, in effect, a system of independently
operated schools functioning as a separate entity within the boundanes of the D.C. Public School District.

In other examples, Indiana has given the mayor of Indianapolis the authority to issue charters within his 11-district
jurisdiction, and Wisconsin has empowered three institutions beyond the Milwaukee Public Schools — the
Milwaukee Common Council {the city's goveming body), the University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee and the
Milwaukee Area Technical College — to issue charters within the City of Milwaukee. Missouri has given chartering
power within its two largest cities — Kansas City and St. Louis — to public universities.

Other states have created new statewide charter-issuing bodies (e.g., Arizona) or granted statewide chartering
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Schools

In the early months of 2002 we conducted mtervrews WIth system representatrves from across the country
During the course of these interviews, we learned that the systems involved in this type of reform are an
extraordinarily diverse group, in terms of both their basic characteristics and the specific governance innovations
they are pursuing. As a result, it is difficult to generalize about them. It is, however, possible to make some initial -
observatrons about how the hetd of systems of rndependently operated schools is developrng inits earty stages

Autonamy

A key facet of the charter school rdea isto glve schoo!s more autonomy over their operatrons, and let them use
this flexibility to adopt the most appropriate and effective approaches to instruction and school organization for
their students. In exchange, they are held accountabte for results facmg the loss of thelr charters if they failto
- meet contractual goats ~ : . o L S v

Within the range of systems of mdependenﬂy operated schools there is wrde vanatron in the degree of autonomy
: granted to schools. In the small systems, the line between the system and the schools is often difficult to draw,
- since management and administration are by necessity fairly integrated between the system and the school. In
our interviews with system representatives, these systems tend not to report vast changes in the degree of
autonomy for schoots in relation to the system. , , : ,

By contrast schools in the medium-sized and larger systems have garned substantial autonomy ln these
. systems, schools tend to have control over all or most of the major functrons of schootmg, from budgets and
personnel to curriculum and rnstructton :

Accountability

The same distinction applies to accountability. The systems affording schools more autonomy have also moved to
develop more-explicit systems of results-based accountability for schools. In these systems, schools and their
authorizers enter into performance contracts that specrfy the goals to be met by the school and the consequences
of failing to meet these goals. In cases where there is less autonomy, a school’s accountabtlrty is mostly based on
the statewrde testing and accountability systems. ,

Role of the System

One argument for systems of rndependentty operated schools is that they change the focus of system officials
from operating schools o managing contracts with schools operated by others. The central office performs less
micromanagement, and also is less involved in provrdmg services to schools, such as human resources and
professional development. Schools provide these services themsetves or seek third-party supplrers which may
include the system.

This vision of a new system role has been most fully realized in the medium-sized and larger systems. These
systems have a very different set of responsibilities from the typrcat central office. They focus their efforts on
defining the criteria for issuing charters, selectmg groups to receive charters and monitoring schools’ achievement
of the goals outhned in their charters

Conversions vs, Start-Ups

Systems of independently operated schools aiso differ in the degree to which the schools within them are
conversion or start-up schools. Some are mostly made up of conversrons some are dominated by start-ups and
‘some have a mixture of conversions and stari-ups. o

Conclusion

While state and district leaders’ efforts to create systems of mdependentty operated schools are currentty in their
early stages, there are two factors that will likely increase their efforts to create such systems in the coming years,
particularly in urban districts. First, many parents in urban districts remain dissatisfied with the public schools in
their communities, and are therefore open to new choices for their children. This dissatisfaction, and willingness to
entertain new opportunities, is partrcutarty prevalent among young, minority parents, who are, and will be, sendmg
therr children to urban schools in increasing numbers in the near future.

Second, the federal government’s No Chrtd Left Behind Act of 2001 will likely force state and local policymakers to
create new choices for students in low-performing schools. As required by the act, students in low-performing
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Appendlx A: Estabhshmg Independent Charter—Grantmg Entltles
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This appendlx lists mdependent charter—grantmg entities. These entities may grant charters either within a specmc :
district (e.g., the District of Columbia Public Charter School Board) or throughout an entire state (e g Central

Mlchlgan Umversnty)

: # of Schools

State System ' ﬂ_gLS_it,e,g
Arizona S :
S State Board of Education 63 : 184

SR o State Board for Charter Schools 242 338
California ' e =
Butte County Board of Educatlon 2. 2
Del Norte County Board of Education 1o 1 - L
El Dorado County Board of Education 4 (2 pending) 4 (2pending
Fresno County Board of Education 1 - 1 e
Kern County Board of Education - j2 2
Kings County Board of Education 1 1
Los Angeles County Board of Education 2 2
Madera County Board of Education 1 1
Marin County Board of Education 1 1
Mono County Board of Education 1 1
Monterey County Board of Education - 1 . 1
Riverside County Board of Education 1 1
San Diego County Board of Education 1 11
San Joaquin County Board of Education 1 1
Santa Cruz County Board of Education 1 1
Stanislaus County Board of Education . 1 1
Tulare County Board of Education 2 2
Yuba County Board of Education 1 1
Connecticut ' L
State Board of Education 13 13
Delaware S o ‘

‘ State Board of Education 10 10
District of B ‘
Columbia ' ‘

District of Columbia Public Charter School Board 23 23
Hawaii ‘
State Board of Education 25 25
Indiana :
Ball State University 7 7
Mayor of Indianapolis 3 3
Massachusetis ,
State Board of Education 40 40
Michigan ~
Community Colleges/State Public Universities
Bay Mills Community College 2 2
Central Michigan University 57 57
Eastern Michigan University 8 8
Ferris State University 16 16
Grand Valley State University 29 29
Lake Superior State University 7 7
Northern Michigan University 6 6
Oakland University 7 7
Saginaw Valley State University 17 17
Washtenaw Community College 1 1
Wayne State University 1 1
Intermediate School Boards
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Appendrx B

Convertmg AH or Most Schools to Contract or Charter Schoo!s
Thxs appendix lists dustncts that have converted aﬂ or most of thesr schools to contract or charter status
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- - Schools = # of (Including
- - {Including | Contract/ Contract/C
L Lt Contract/Charter | Charter | School
Sta stte s Schools) Schools Students)
Cahforma R T N
' Alvma Elementary School Dlstnct 1 1 160 -
Delta View Joint Union Elementary A 1 96
School District o ‘ o
Hickman Community Charter Dnstnct R 3. 1,060
‘San Carlos School District - 7 = G 2,600
Twm Rldges Elementary School Dlstnct 14 12 1,900
Georgia -
1 Tahaferro County School sttnct 1 1 262
Pennsylvania '
Chester—UplandSohool,Dls’mot 13 12 (9 are 7,840
S o ‘ o ‘ contract
schools and 3
are charter
schools)

Barnstable Public Schools in Massachusetts has started the process of converting each of its schools to charter
status. Currently, -one of the district’s 14 schools is a charter school, but the district will be incrementally
converting the remaining schools to charter status in the commg years. Also, Cartersville City Public Schools in
Georgia converted a!l four of its schools to charter status in 1996 but d|d not seek renewal of the charters in

2001.
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